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NEW MOREHEAD PRESIDENT TRIES TO STEER CLEAR OF POLITICS
CONWAY, S.C. -- In a state rife with politics, Ron Eaglin is caught in the cross-fire of two factions fighting
for control of his small school.
He isn't taking sides. He says he is interested in education, not politics.
That's one reason he is leaving after seven years to become president of Morehead State University in
Kentucky.
In South Carolina, he said recently, "I've been the calm, reassuring voice, and if nothing else, I think I'm
respected for it."
Indeed, both factions give him high marks as chancellor of the University of South Carolina's Coastal
Carolina College.
It has grown faster than any public college in the state.
Eaglin has guided that growth wisely and given the school a much-needed sense of direction, supporters
say.
His critics argue that he doesn't listen to faculty members and that the school is top-heavy with
administrators.
Eaglin said the politics here is one of the reasons he is ready to move to
Kentucky.
"I deal with principles," he said. "Morehead fits me to a T."
'Walking a tightrope'
Ronald George Eaglin, 51, an affable, energetic Missouri native, has done a solid job, especially in light of
the budget cuts and the recent squabbles over control of the school, his supporters said.
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"Realistically, he did about all he could do," said Dr. R. Cathcart Smith of Murrells Point, a past member of
the state higher education commission.
"You just have to look around and see the growth here," USC President John Palms said.
Coastal, a pine-covered campus 10 miles west of Myrtle Beach, is one of USC's nine branch campuses.
It was founded as a two-year college in 1954. After a stint as an independent college, it joined USC in 1960
and became a four-year campus in 1974.
People here are talking again of turning it into an independent college, and that has Eaglin in the cross-fire.
The fight began last summer when Coastal's local advisory board -- which has no real authority --
recommended breaking away from the state university.
The board argues that is the only way the college can get adequate funding
from the state legislature. Board members contend Coastal now takes a back seat to USC's main campus
in Columbia.
USC's board of trustees -- which has power over all of the branch campuses -- vigorously opposes the
move.
"The problem is the university wants these branch campuses for political purposes," said J. Wade Gilley, a
past consultant to Coastal's advisory panel who is now president of Marshall University in West Virginia.
He said Coastal is a political plum because it gives USC access to legislators from the influential Myrtle
Beach area.
Eaglin has taken no public stand on the issue, which will be decided by the legislature.
That has strained his relationship with President Palms.
"He's been walking a tightrope," said Eaglin's friend, Northern Kentucky University President Leon E.
Boothe.
When USC's president came to Conway last summer, Eaglin's supporters thought he was ready to sack
Eaglin.
Palms declined to discuss their differences.
Eaglin said, "We have an established truce. . . . If I'd sided with the president, I'd lose the respect of the
people here, and if I took the local's side, the president would have had to fire me."
Growing pains
Eaglin became Coastal's chancellor at a critical time, said Sally Hare, the school's graduate dean.
He replaced a chancellor whose aggressive style had alienated some faculty members and supporters.
"They needed somebody who could heal all the wounds," said the previous chancellor, Fred Hicks, now a
history professor at Coastal.
"Ron came in and did a really good job," Hicks said.
Eaglin also has done a good job managing the school's growth, his supporters said.
The college had 2,923 students when Eaglin was appointed in 1985.
It now has 3,983, down about 200 from last year's record high, a drop blamed on the recession and plans to
close the nearby Air Force base. Morehead has 8,300 students.
Like many of the students at Morehead, Coastal students are the sons and daughters of tobacco farmers
and factory workers. Some are the first in their
families to attend college.
Finding room for all those students was a problem.
Eaglin has overseen nearly $40 million in construction and renovation projects, including a 1986 fight to win
approval and funding for the school's first dormitories.
But space remains tight. The school still has about 20 temporary buildings it leased in 1988.
Eaglin gave the college a sense of direction, keeping it focused on education during tough times, said state
Rep. Tom Keengan, a Republican whose district includes Coastal.
"If good management is motivating people and having harmony and not losing sight of your goals, then he
was a darn good manager," Keegan said.
Criticism from the faculty
Eaglin, however, is not without his critics.
"He's been pretty dismal, I'm afraid," said Gerald Groves, a professor of English and Latin.
"The joke around campus was, 'We'll recommend him.' We're very happy, most of us, that he's going to
Kentucky."
The most common complaint is that Coastal has too many administrators. "I think we've got an
administration in place that could govern a school of 10,000," said former chancellor Hicks.
Eaglin said he has done a poor job of explaining the job each administrator does.
Some teachers are upset because he failed to deliver the pay raises he promised older faculty members.
Eaglin said he didn't have the money.
Eaglin was also criticized for making academic decisions without consulting the faculty.
"There are some people who aren't happy no matter what you do," Eaglin said.
Fund-raising success
Despite such criticism, Eaglin is considered a top-notch chancellor.
Fred Sheheen, the head of the South Carolina Commission on Higher Education, said Eaglin "has the best
long-range plan in the state."
Eaglin also is known as a good fund-raiser.
"If there's money to be gotten, he'll get it for you," Hicks said.
Eaglin has helped raise hundreds of thousands of dollars in private money each year. A five-year, $5 million
drive started in 1985 reached its goal a year early.
He also fought for four applied-research centers where faculty and students work together on regional
issues such as economic development and wetland studies.
In addition, he has pushed for more graduate programs at Coastal.
Kentucky bound
Eaglin will succeed C. Nelson Grote as Morehead's president July 1. He will get an annual salary of
$115,000.
Morehead is twice the size of Coastal, and unlike the South Carolina school, has its own board of regents.
The town of Morehead is smaller than Conway. Morehead has about 7,800 people; Conway, 10,200.
Morehead is also more remote, nestled in the hills of Eastern Kentucky. Conway is a few miles west of one
of the most popular vacation spots on the East Coast.
Eaglin said he wouldn't necessarily miss the beach. "I've been in the ocean three times in seven years."
He doesn't know when he will move to Kentucky with his wife, Bonnie, who is active in international student
programs at Coastal.
Eaglin said he wants to work at Morehead because its regents have promised him that politics will not play
a role in decision making there.
Eaglin said he already has some ideas about improving Morehead, including bolstering the university's
teacher education program.
"But the first six months I'm there, I'll be talking to people and learning," he said.
"Then I'm looking forward to getting started."
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